35. Throwing Like a Girl
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The basic difference which Straus observes
between the way boys and girls throw is that girls
do not bring their whole bodies into the motion
as much as the boys. They do not reach back,
twist, move backward, step, and lean forward.
Rather, the girls tend to remain relatively immo-
bile except for their arms, and even the arm is not
extended as far as it could be. Throwing is not the
only movement in which there is a typical differ-
ence in the way men and women use their bodies.
Reflection on feminine comportment and body
movement in other physical activities reveals that
these also are frequently characterized, much as in
the throwing case, by a failure to make full use of
the body’s spatial and lateral potentialities.

Even in the most simple body orientations of
men and women as they sit, stand, and walk, one
can observe a typical difference in body style and
extension. Women generally are not as open with
their bodices as men in their gait and stide. Typi-
cally, the masculine stride is longer proportional
to a man’s body than is the feminine stride to a
woman’s. The man typically swings his arms in a
more open and loose fashion than docs a woman
and typically has more up and down rhythm in
his step. Though we now wear pants more than
we used to, and consequently do not have to
restrict our sitting postures because of dress,
women still tend to sit with their legs relatively
close together and their arms across their bodies.
When simply standing or leaning, men tend to
keep their feet further apart than do women, and
we also tend more to keep our hands and arms
touching or shielding our bodies. A final indica-
tive difference is the way each carries books or

parcels; girls and women most often carry books
embraced to their chests, while boys and men
swing them along their sides.

The approach persons of each sex take to the
performance of physical tasks that require force,
strength, and muscular coordination is frequently
different. There are indeed real physical differ-
ences between men and women in the kind and
limit of their physical strength. Many of the
observed differences between men and women in
the performance of tasks requiring coordinated
strength, however, are due not so much to brute
muscular strength, but to the way each sex wses
the body in approaching tasks. Women often do
not perceive themselves as capable of lifting and
carrying heavy things, pushing and shoving with
significant force, pulling, squeezing, grasping, or
twisting with force. When we attempt such tasks,
we frequently fail to summon the full possibilities
of our muscular coordination, position, poise, and
bearing. Women tend not to put their whole
bodies into engagement in a physical task with the
same ease and naturalness as men. For example,
in attempting to lift something, women more
often than men fail to plant themselves firmly and
make their thighs bear the greatest proportion of
the weight. Instead, we tend to concentrate our
cffort on those parts of the body most immedi-
ately connected to the task—the arms and shoul-
ders—rarely bringing the power of the legs to the
task at all. When turning or twisting something,
to take another example, we frequently concen-
trate effort in the hand and wrist, not bringing to
the task the power of the shoulder, which is neces-
sary for its efficient performance.!

The previously cited throwing example can be
extended to a great deal of athletic activity. Now
most men are by no means superior athletes, and
their sporting efforts more often display bravado
than genuine skill and coordination. The rela-
tively untrained man nevertheless engages in sport
generally with more free motion and open reach
than does his female counterpart. Not only is
there a typical style of throwing like a girl, but
there is a more or less typical style of running like
a girl, climbing like a girl, swinging like a girl,
hitting like a girl. They have in common, first,
that the whole body is not put into fluid and
directed motion, but rather, in swinging and
hitting, for example, the motion is concentrated
in one body part; and second, that the woman’s
motion tends not to reach, extend, lean, stretch,
and follow through in the direction of her
intention.

For many women as they move in sport, a
space surrounds them in imagination which we
are not free to move beyond; the space available
to our movement is a constricted space. Thus, for
example, in softball or volleyball women tend to
remain in one place more often than men, neither
jumping to reach nor running to approach the
ball. Men more often move out toward a ball in
flight and confront it with their own countermo-
tion. Women tend to wait for and then renct to
its approach rather than going forth to meet it.
We frequently respond to the motion of a ball
coming toward us as though it were coming at
us, and our immediate bodily impulse is to flee,
duck, or otherwise protect oursclves from its
flight. Less often than men, moreover, do women
give self-conscious direction and placement to
their motion in sport. Rather than aiming at a
certain place where we wish to hit a ball, for
example, we tend to hit it in a ‘general’
direction.

Women often approach a physical engagement
with things with timidity, uncertainty, and hesi-
tancy. Typically, we lack an entire trust in our
bodies to carry us to our aims. There is, I suggest,
a double hesitation here. On the one hand, we
often lack confidence that we have the capacity to
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do what must be done. Many times I have slowed
a hiking party in which the men bounded across
a harmless stream while I stood on the other side
warily testing out my footing on various stones,
holding on to overhanging branches. Though the
others crossed with ease, I do not believe it is easy
for e, even though once I take a committed step
I am across in a flash. The other side of this ten-
tativeness is, I suggest, a fear of getting hurt,
which is greater in women than in men. Our
attention is often divided between the aim to be
realized in motion and the body that must accom-
plish it, while at the same time saving itself from
harm. We often experience our bodies as a fragile
encumberance, rather than the media for the
enactment of our aims. We feel as though we
must have our attention directed upon our body
to make sure it is doing what we wish it to do,
rather than paying attention to what we want to
do rhrongh our bodies.

All the above factors operate to produce in
many women a greater or lesser feeling of incapac-
ity, frustration, and self-consciounsness. We have
more of a tendency than men to greatly underes-
timate our bodily capacity.? We decide before-
hand - usually mistakenly — that the task is beyond
us, and thus give it less than our full cffort. At
such a half-hearted level, of course, we cannot
perform the tasks, become frustrated, and fulfill
owr own prophecy. In entering a task we fre-
quently are self-conscious about appearing
awkward, and at the same time do not wish to
appear too strong. Both worries contribute to our
awkwardness and frustration. If we should finally
release ourselves from this spiral and really give a
physical task our best effort, we are greatly sur-
prised indeed at what our bodies can accomplish.
It has been found than women more often than
men underestimate the level of achievement they
have reached.?

None of the observations which have been
made thus far about the way women typically
move and comport their bodies applies to all
women all of the time. Nor do thosc women who
manifest some aspect of this typicality do so in the
same degree. There is no inherent mysterious
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connection between these sorts of typical com-
portments and being a female person. Many of
them result, as will be developed later, from lack
of practice in using the body and performing
tasks. Even given these qualifications, one can
nevertheless sensibly speak of a general feminine
style of body comportment and movement.

[...]

The modalities of feminine bodily comport-
ment, motility, and spatiality which I have
described here are, I claim, common to the exis-
tence of women in contemporary society to one
degree or another. They have their source,
however, in neither anatomy nor physiology, and
certainly not in a mysterious feminine ‘essence’.
Rather, they have their source in the particular
situtation of women as conditioned by their sexist
oppression i contemporary society.

Women in sexist society are physically handi-
capped. Insofar as we learn to live out our exis-
tence in accordance with the definition that
patriarchal culture assigns to us, we are physically
inhibited, confined, positioned, and objectified.
As lived bodies we are not open and unambiguous
transcendences which move out to master a world
that belongs to us, a world constituted by our
own intentions and projections. To be sure, there
are actual women in contemporary society to
whom all or part of the above description does
not apply. Where these modalities are not mani-
fest in or detcrminative of the existence of a par-
ticular woman, however, they are definitive in a
negative mode — as that which she has escaped,
through accident or good fortune, or more often,
as that which she has had to overcome.

One of the sources of the modalities of femi-
nine bodily existence is too obvious to dwell upon
at length. For the most part, girls and women are
not give the opportunity to use their full bodily
capacities in free and open engagement with the
world, nor are they encouraged as much as boys
to develop specific bodily skills.* Girl play is often
more sedentary and cnclosing than the play of
boys. In school and after school activities girls are

not encouraged to engage in sport, in the con-
trolled use of their bodies in achieving well-
defined goals. Girls, moreover, get little practice
at ‘tinkering’ with things, and thus at developing
spatial skill. Finally, girls are not asked often to
perform tasks demanding physical effort and
strength, while as the boys grow older they are
asked to do so more and more.®

The modalities of feminine bodily existence are
not merely privative, however, and thus their
source is not merely in lack of practice, though
this is cerrainly an important element. There is a
specific positive style of feminine body comport-
ment and movement, which is learned as the girl
comes to understand that she is a girl. The young
girl acquires many subtle habits of feminine body
comportment ~ walking like a girl, tilting her head
like a girl, standing and sitting like a gitl, gestur-

.ing like a girl, and so on. The girl learns actively

to hamper her movements. She is told that she
must be careful not to get hurt, not to get dirty,
not to tear her clothes, that the things she desires
to do are dangerous for her. Thus she develops a
bodily timidity which increases with age. In
assuming herself as a girl, she rakes herself up as
fragile. Studies have found that young children of
both sexes categorically assert that girls are more
likely to get hurt than boys,® and that girls ought
to remain close to home while boys can roam and
explore.” The more a girl assumes her status as
feminine, the more she takes herself to be fragile
and immobile, and the more she actively enacts
her own body inhibition. When I was about thir-
teen, I spent hours practicing a “feminine’ walk
which was stiff, closed, and rotated from side to
side.,

Studies which record observations of sex dif-
ferences in spatial perception, spatial problem
solving, and motor skills have also found that
these differences tend to increase with age. While
very young children show virtually no differences
in motor skills, movement, spatial perception,
cte., differences scem to appear in elementary
school and increase with adolescence. If these
findings are accurate, they would seem to support
the conclusion that itis in the process of growing

ip as a girl that the modalities of feminine bodily
comportment, motility, and spatiality make their
appearance.

There is, however, a further source of the
modalities of feminine bodily existence which is
pethaps even more profound than these. At the
root of those modalities, I have stated in the pre-
vious section, is the fact that the woman lives her
body as ohject as well as subject. The source of
this is that patriarchal society defines woman as
object, as mere body, and that in sexist society
women are in fact frequently regarded by others
as objects and mere bodies. An essential part of
the situation of being a woman is that of living
the ever present possibility that one will be gazed
upon as a mere body, as shape and flesh that
presents itself as the potential object of another
subject’s intentions and manipulations, rather
than as a living manifestation of action and inten-
tion.” The source of this objectified bodily exis-
tence is in the attitude of others regarding her,
but the woman herself often actively takes up her
body as a mere thing. She gazes at it in the mirror,
worries about how it looks to others, prunes it,
shapes it, molds and decorates it.

This objectified bodily existence accounts for
the sclf-consciousness of the feminine relation to
her body and resulting distance she takes from her
body. As human, she is a transcendence and sub-
jectivity, and cannot live herself as mere bodily
object. Thus, to the degree she does live herself
as mere body, she cannot be in unity with herself,
but must take a distance from and exist in discon-
tnuity with her body. The objectifying regard
which ‘keeps her in her place’ can also account
for the spatial modality of being positioned and
for why women frequently tend not to move
openly, keeping their limbs enclosed around
themselves. To open her body in free active and
open extension and bold outward directedness is
for a woman to invite objecufication.

The threat of being seen is, however, not the
only threat of objectification which the woman
lives. She also lives the threar of invasion of her
body space. The most extreme form of such
spatial and bodily invasion is the threat of rape.
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But we are daily subject to the possibility of bodily
invasion in many far more subtle ways as well. It
is acceptable, for example, for women to be
touched in ways and under circumstances that it
is not acceptable for men to be touched, and by
persons — i.e., men — whom it is not acceptable
for them to touch.’® I would suggest that the
enclosed space which has been described as a
modality of feminine spatiality is in part a defense
against such invasion. Women tend to project an
existential barrier enclosed around them and dis-
continuous with the ‘over there’ in order to keep
the other at distance. The woman lives her space
as confined and enclosed around her at least in
part as projecting some small area in which she
can exist as a free subject.

NOTES

1. It should be noted that this is probably
typical only of women in advanced indus-
trial societies, where the model of the Bour-
geois woman has been extended to most
women. It would not apply to those socie-
ties, for- example, where most people,
including women, do heavy physical work.
Nor does this particular observation, of
course, hold true of those women in our
own society who do heavy physical work.

2. See A. M. Gross, ‘Estimated versus actual
physical strength in three ethnic groups,’
Child Development, 39 (1968), pp. 283-90.
In a test of children at several different ages,
at all bur the youngest age level, girls rated
themselves lower than boys rated themsclves
on self-estimates of strength, and as the girls
grow older, their self-estimates of strength
become even lower.

See Marguerite A. Cifton and Hope M.

Smith, ‘Comparison of Expressed Self-Con-

cept of Highly Skilled Males and Females

Concerning Motor Performance,” Percep-

tual and Motor Skills 16 (1963): 199-201.

Women consistently underestimated their

level of achievement in skills such as running

and jumping far more often than men did.
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Nor are girls provided with examples of girls
and women being physically active. See
Mary E. Duquin, ‘Differential Sex Role
Socialization Toward Amplitude Appropria-
ton,” Research Quarterly (American Alli-
ance for Health, Physical Education, and
Recreation) 48 (1977): 288-92. Survey of
textbooks for young children revealed that
children are thirteen times more likely to sce
a vigorously active man than a vigorously
active woman, and three times more likely
to see a relatively active man than a relatively
active woman.

Sherman (Julia A. Sherman, ‘Problems of
Sex Differences in Space Perception and
Aspects of Intellectual Functioning,” Peycho-
logical Review 74 (1967): 290-9) argues
that it is the differential socialization of boys
and girls in being encouraged to ‘tinker,’
explore, etc., that accounts for the differ-
ence between the two in spatial ability.

See L. Kolberg, ‘A Cognitive-Developmental
Analysis of Children’s Sex-Role Concepts
and Attitudes,’ in E. E. Maccoby, ed., The
Deyelopment of Sex Differences (Palo Alto:
Stanford University Press, 1966), 101.
Lenore J. Weitzman, ‘Sex Role Socializa-
tion,” in Jo Freeman, ed., Woman: A Femi-

10.

nist  Perspective (Palo  Alto:
Publishing Co., 1975), 111-12.
E. E. Maccoby and C. N. Jacklin, Tke
Psychology of Sex Differences (Stanford,
CA: Stanford University Press, 1974),
93-94.

The manner in which women are objectified
by the gaze of the Other is not the same
phenomenon as the objectification by
the Other that is a condition of self-
consciousness in Sartre’s account. See Being
and Nothingness, trans. Hazel E. Barnes
(New York: Philosophical Library, 1956),
part III. While the basic ontological cate-
gory of being-for-others is an objectified for
itself, the objectification that women are
subject to is being regarded as a mere.in-
itself. On the particular dynamic of sexual
objectification, see Sandra Bartky, ‘Psycho-
logical Oppression,’ in Sharon Bishop and
Margoric Weinzweig, ed., Philosophy and
Wosmen (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Publish-
ing Co., 1979), 33-41.

See Nancy Henley and Jo Freeman, “The
sexual politics of interpersonal behavior,” in
Freeman ed., Woman: A Feminist Perspec-
tive, pp. 391-401.

Mayfield




